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John Finnie  1790-1875 grave 2475 

Cottontot and Philanthropist  

Of whom it was written “He did good in secret and blushed to find it fame” 

 
To the Glory of God 
And in Memory of John Finnie of 
Bowdon Lodge 
Born Kilmarnock Dec 10 1790 Died Jul 
26 1875 
Also in Memory of Hannah Wife of the 
Above 
Born June 3 1827 Died at Malvern Wells 
Died April 16 Palm Sunday 1905  
 
On the back of the base is inscribed  
To be also in memory of Robert Finnie 
brother of the above 
Who died on November 16 1831 aged 
48 years and is buried at St Martin’s in 
the Fields 

 
A large flat stone behind the cross records “John Finnie’s Vault of Bowdon Lodge” 
 
John Finnie was born in 1790 in Kilmarnock, Ayrshire, the tenth child of Archibald and Janet Finnie. 
His father was a weaver and it was said that as a boy John ran around barefoot. John Finnie lived 
through the industrial revolution which enabled him, and his brothers, to become extremely 
prosperous. With intelligence and determination they became industrialists and merchants, several 
of them in the cotton trade.  
 
Of John Finnie’s brothers, Archibald, and his descendants, made a huge fortune in collieries in 
Ayshire.  William, became a cotton merchant in Lisbon, returned to Scotland in 1807 during the 
Peninsular War and commenced business in Glasgow. James Finnie was a merchant in Lisbon and 
London and he owned the estate of Newfield, near Dundonald.  Another brother, Robert Finnie, 
worked in Glasgow and Liverpool, before becoming head of Finnie Brothers in Rio de Janeiro. He 
returned to London in 1830, where he died unmarried the following year, and was buried in St 
Martin’s in the Fields church, Trafalgar Square.  
 
When he was aged 17 John Finnie left his home in Kilmarnock and went to London where he 
attended a nonconformist chapel in St James’s Square. There, he was deeply impressed by the 
preaching of the Minister, Rev. Joseph Proud and that gave him the incentive to succeed in 
business and then eventually to share his wealth with the New Church.  
 
At the age of 20 John went to join his brother Robert in the partnership in Rio de Janiero and he 
became the agent to Rothschild in Brazil.  On returning to England John chose to live in Bowdon 
near the centre of the cotton business of Manchester.  At the end of the eighteenth and beginning of 
the nineteenth centuries Brazilian cotton represented 40 per cent of raw cotton imports in Liverpool, 
rivalling those from the West Indies. Brazil benefited from increasing British demand for a new 
variety of cotton staple that emerged with mechanised textile production. Brazil Street and Brazil 
House opposite Sackville gardens in Manchester centre hint at the region’s links to the country. 
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At some time before the 1851 census John Finnie married a young local woman who was over 30 
years his junior. They spent the rest of his life in retirement in their luxurious home “Bowdon Lodge”. 
The couple lived relatively modestly with never more than three servants and a lodge keeper. A 
nephew who lived with John Finnie for 3 years described his life in Bowdon. 
 
“He was remarkable for his punctuality. His home was regulated with the precision of a working 
chronometer. The day was divided into sections for work, constitutional walk, and enjoyment, which 
are now beautiful to recollect. He read prayers morning and evening to the household and the 
servants.” 
 
Bowdon Lodge, and its lodge, ultimately became the premises of Altrincham Girls’ Grammar School. 
The particulars of his house were published when it was for sale in 1881: 
 
“The mansion known as Bowdon Lodge, Bowdon, Cheshire, together with 11,520 square yards of 
freehold land, situate at the junction of the Downs with the road from St Margaret’s Church, and the 
road leading to the Parish Church. It is well elevated and well wooded and not likely to be interfered 
with by any of the adjoining properties. The house contains good entertaining rooms and library, 
spacious hall, butler’s pantry, kitchen, scullery,etc; six bedrooms, three dressing rooms, bath, w.c 
etc and two good servants bedrooms. It is cellared throughout. There is stabling for five horses, 
good coach house, harness room, and large billiard room adjoining; in addition to which there is a 
good substantial lodge. The grounds are handsomely laid out, and complete with ornamental shrubs 
and fine timber”. 
 
John Finnie used his enormous wealth to build John Finnie Street in Kilmarnock, which was named 
in his honour. The street has a tenuous link to Dunham Massey because it was part of the 1802 Act 
of Parliament obtained by the Marquis of Titchfield (later the 4th Duke of Portland) who acquired The 
Kilmarnock Estates by marrying Henrietta Scott, a local heiress, in 1785. The Marquis of Titchfield 
was the nephew of the 5th Earl of Stamford and his wife Henrietta Cavendish.  
	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The New Jerusalem Church on Peter Street in Manchester about 1829 

 
Much of John Finnie’s fortune was given to further the work of the New Church, which preached 
Swedenborgianism. This was a new religious group based on the writings of a Lutheran theologian, 
Emanuel Swedenborg who had died in 1772. He preached that God would replace the traditional 
Christian Church, by establishing a New Church that would worship Christ. The New Church in 
Manchester was on Peter Street (above). 
 
All written accounts of John Finnie describe him as a quiet, reserved and unassuming man. 
Although he had attended the Manchester New Church for some time he had not made himself 
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known to the congregation but they had noticed his splendid pair of gold spectacles. Soon it was 
realised that every time the man with the gold glasses came to church the collection increased 
significantly. His benevolence was extraordinary: 

• 1862 he gave £2,000 to the National Missionary Society 
• 1863 he gave £2,000 to the pension fund for ministers 
• 1866 he gave £4,000 to encourage young men into the ministry 
• 1870 he gave £1,000 to the National Missionary Institute 
• 1872 he paid the entire cost of £12,050 for building and furnishing a new Swedenborg 

church on Palace Gardens Terrace in London  
• He paid for a new lifeboat station in Ayrshire and he made donations to help seafarers 

 
John Finnie died on 26th July 1875 at Bowdon Lodge, leaving £300,000 – equivalent to £35,000,000 
today. He had no children but left generous bequests to his family, friends and servants. The 
Liverpool Daily Post of 9th September 1875 said: 
 
“The New Jerusalem Church is mourning the loss of one of its wealthiest and most generous 
Supporters. Mr John Finnie, of Bowdon, near Manchester, is dead. He was a good friend to the 
Swedenborgians, believed in them thoroughly, and helped them readily. His total subscriptions to 
their cause amount to £23,346. He spent no less than £12,000 in buying and splendidly decorating 
the chapel at Kensington, where Mr John Offord, previously of Plymouth, used to preach. Palace 
Gardens Church is now the headquarters of the Swedenborgian movement. Dr Bayley preaches 
there to a small congregation” 
 
Hannah Finnie, his widow, moved to live in The Abbey, Malvern Wells where she continued her 
husband’s philanthropy. In 1898 she paid for the building of a new village hall to commemorate the 
Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria. Built of the highly fashionable pink/grey Malvern stone under a 
steeply pitched red tiled roof with yellow sandstone window mullions and door lintels, it must have 
been a striking building when it was new. The Hall, or Church Institute, as it was called at the time, 
has a wall plaque commemorating her generous gift.  She died on 16th April 1905 leaving effects 
worth £171,268-16s-7d. (over £20,000,000 today).  In her will she left numerous bequests to her 
relatives and servants but over £100,000 of her great fortune was left for charitable use. The 
substantial legacy was reported in almost every newspaper throughout Britain. It included: 
 

• £8,300 to the Midland Counties Hospital for Incurables  
• £8,000 to the Central Fund of the Queen Victoria Clergy Fund to be devoted to the 

augmentation of the benefices of Worcester and Birmingham – to be applied at the sole 
discretion of the bishops of the respective dioceses. 

• £8,000 in augmentation of the benefice of St Peter, Malvern Wells, on condition that all pew 
or seat rents be abolished. 

• Legacies to the National Lifeboat Institution, the Mission to Seamen, the Church Missionary 
Society, the Temperance Society, the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, the 
Societies for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children and Animals etc 

• The residue to charities at the discretion of her executors. For example Kilmarnock Infirmary 
received £2,000 and the Kilmarnock Nursing Association £1,000. Her charity even extended 
to Clevedon Convalescent Home in Somerset, where two free beds were provided in her 
name, and to the Chelsea Hospital for Women etc. 

 
The sale of Hannah Finnie’s furniture and effects took place on 21st and 22nd June 1905 
“including Spanish mahogany dining room suite, rosewood drawing room suite, handsome carved 
oak bookcase, mahogany and marqueterie china cabinets, old English walnut bureau, pedestal 
library, writing and occasional tables, cottage pianoforte, turkey and Axminster carpets, bedroom 
appointments, decorative china, 420 ozs of silver, Sheffield and electro plate, oil paintings, books, 
etc; and also miniature brougham, harness, outdoor effects etc.” 
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John Finnie intended to confirm his belief in the doctrine of Emanuel Swedenborg that Jesus Christ 
would be worshipped as God. To this end he personally designed his memorial to show the head of 
the crowned Christ on the front of the cross and on the back the initials I.H.R; presumably to stand 
for “Jesus Christ King”. Carved into the bottom of the cross are the words “By the desire of John 
Finnie the cross is intended.” 
 
In keeping with his reserved character Finnie’s memorial is substantial but not ostentatious although 
it was sculpted by James Sherwood Westmacott (1823-1900) one of the greatest Victorian 
sculptors. He was a member of the renowned Westmacott family of sculptors. The work of his 
father, uncle and grandfather can be found in churches and on public monuments all around Britain. 
The interior of St Mary’s church has an earlier Westmacott memorial. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a successful merchant John Finnie was typical of the prosperous cottontots who moved to live in 
Bowdon during the nineteenth century but the charitable munificence of Finnie and his wife was 
exceptional. He lived and died by the principals in which he believed, that industry would lead to 
prosperity which should be used for the general good. 
 
 
Ann Nosowska Nov 2020 
 
 


